Swiss American Historical Society Review
Volume 43

Number 1

Article 3

2007

Then And Now
Gustav T. Durrer

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review
Part of the European History Commons, and the European Languages and Societies Commons

Recommended Citation
Durrer, Gustav T. (2007) "Then And Now," Swiss American Historical Society Review: Vol. 43 : No. 1 ,
Article 3.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss1/3

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Swiss American Historical Society Review by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information,
please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Durrer: Then And Now

THEN AND NOW
Memories of a Long Life
Gustav T. Durrer

r

Dr. Gustav Durrer, dentist

Childhood Memories
The first big event of my Jife was on the 26th of September 1911, at two
in the afternoon, when I first saw the light of the world. I was entered in the
civil register of the city of Luzern as Gustav Theophil Durrer, Luzern, son of
Dr. Gustav Durrer, senior; citizen of Dallenwil (Nidwalden) and Luzern. My
parents and sisters (aged 2 and 4) lived in the Lowen-Platz in Luzern.
When I was three and a half years old, my dear mother died. A few
memories of her stand out very clearly in my mind. Vividly I see her before
me as she lifted me up to sit at the breakfast table. She was wearing a blue
dress. I a]so remember so distinctly when we children were informed of the
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loss of our dear mother. I was in my little bed and could not understand why
my sisters were crying.
I first really comprehended the loss of my mother when I had to carry a
wreath to her grave on All Saints Day. It was a cold autumn day and the
wreath was very heavy for a four-year-old boy.
In later years I could understand my father much better after he
explained to me that his mother died at his birth. Often he said: "If only
Semmelweiss had lived at that time." (Dr. Semmelweiss, a Hungarian
physician, practiced in Vienna. Because of his discovery of disinfection, the
number of deaths due to childbed fever was considerably reduced.)
In his youth, my father was under a guardianship, as his father was
irresponsible in matters of finance. His guardians wanted to have him
become an apprentice to a watchmaker. When he expressed the desire to
study and insisted upon it, he received the answer: "Young man, you should
be whipped." Fortunately, the government councilor who supervised the
guardianship took matters in hand and saw to it that he could study. After
his matriculation in Einsiedeln he received a degree in dentistry and
concluded with a D.D.S. (Doctor of Surgery) in Chicago, U.S.
Wonderful memories of Christmastime still remain with me today. My
sisters and I looked forward to this holiday, as we were always surprised
with beautiful toys. When I was two or three years old I was given a whole
menagerie of little wooden animals. Shortly after Christmas they suddenly
disappeared. Then they reappeared on the next Christmas and my parents
were astonished to hear me remarking to myself, "Aha, here are those
animals again."
As I grew older, only one item was on my Christmas list: electric train.
And indeed, on Christmas, that longed-for magical machine stood on a track
encircling the Christmas tree, awaiting my starting command. This
command was given and the engine rushed forward in the direction of the
first tunnel. However, this was too narrow and the locomotive ended its
maiden voyage carrying the tunnel on its back.
On the other hand, a tonsillectomy in the doctor's office brings back a
painful experience. The doctor's assistant held me in her lap, clamped my
legs between hers and the chair legs and held my hands tightly behind my
back. The order was given: "Say 'A'!" In that the injection hardly had any
effect, the "A" rose to a loud, high "C". Patients in the waiting room were
privy to the whole song. Afterwards I walked home, accompanied by a
friend of the family. It was a cold winter day and this episode ended with a
middle ear infection. For ten very sick days I lay in bed. At that time
antibiotics did not exist- however, weeds are indestructible!
The School Years
My schooling began in the primary school of the Meihof District. My
clearest memory of those four first grades was of the methods of punishment
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that we had to endure when we made mistakes. In the first two grades,
Fraulein Ulrich, actually a good teacher, already impressed us by her
towering stature and it would not have been necessary to underline her
natural authority with the use of her hand. But this she could not withhold.
Those needing punishment were taken over the knee and the seats of their
pants were worked upon with a long bamboo cane.
In the third and fourth grade, our teacher Toxler grabbed a ruler to beat
us on our fingers or pulled us by the hair - which was just as painful - when
things were not working out at he wished. In the last two grades we had the
good fortune to get a very understanding teacher. We no longer needed such
a hard discipline. These two last years were the best of primary school.
Later, when my family moved from the Lowenplatz to a Villa in the
Dreilindenstrasse, I had to walk back and forth to school twice a day. In
winter I could somewhat shorten this about one half an hour each way by
sliding over the snow covered slope on my schoolbag and thereby avoiding
a long stairway. At home, they wondered why my schoolbag always became
shabby so quickly.
Then a new chapter of my life began. My duty-bound and concerned
father planned an academic career for me - apparently also with the hope
that someday I would follow him in his profession. So he registered me for
admission in the prep school "Stella Matutina"in Feldkirch, Voralberg,
Austria. It was a Jesuit school, with the reputation of being the best in
Europe. At that time the Jesuits were not officially recognized in
Switzerland, but with exceptions, tolerated.
On the first stretch toward my new shore my father accompanied me to
Zurich. While I was trying to comfort myself with a consomme with an egg
in it at the restaurant of the main railroad terminal, my father was giving me
farewell advice: "Be industrious, bring honor to Switzerland." Shortly
afterwards I was handed over to the care of a priest who collected the few
Swiss scholars and brought us to Feldkirch. Our train took us to Buchs (the
border of Switzerland to Austria), where we had to debark. Proudly I
showed my passport to the custom officer and watched while he checked
whether I sufficiently resembled the photograph in the passport.
Upon arrival at the Stella, we were installed and informed about the
daily program. Everything was defined and carefully regulated: Arising,
Mass, Breakfast, Study, Sport, etc. The first thing that we had to endure was
an admittance exam. When Father Faller, our class teacher, complimented
me on my composition, I knew that I had passed my exam and that my
previous education from Switzerland was sufficient to continue in the
secondary school in Feldkirch.
Although Feldkirch was quite a distance from Lucerne, I was quite
happy there. Twice a day, in summer and winter, we had sport activities. We
especially enjoyed the indoor swimming pool, in which we were allowed to
swim from time to time. Discipline was strict. During study time we were
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Fall 1926: In Feldkirch in 1926
not allowed to speak one word to each other. Once I was caught and my
punishment was to learn by heart two pages from the Greek poetry of
Homer. I still remember today the Greek quotation that Father Faller often
used: "A child spoiled is a child poorly educated."
Often students from the "Stella" had to be brought to the hospital
because of appendicitis. Regardless of what time of the year, the victims
were carried on a stretcher through the streets to the Hospital.
After the operation, they were again carried through the streets directly
from the operating room back to the infirmary of the "Stella". The only
thing missing was the town band! One is amazed how these customs were
different from those of today; but all recovered from the procedure, and the
transportation was free!
Once when I was a patient myself in the infirmary, I observed how the
sleeping patient was brought back to consciousness by shaking and gentle
slaps on the face. His teacher, whom he apparently did not like too well,
visited one patient there. Still under the influence of the anesthesia, he
shouted to his visitor, "You are a miserable chap!" The Father retreated
hastily.
While still in secondary school, I received an invitation from my
godfather, Dr. Valentin Bucher, a friend of my father, to spend summer
vacation in Stans. Dr. Bucher was a lawyer and manager of the Hotel
"Krone", in Stansstad. I had often gone swimming there with his son Hans.
The management had organized a race with small boats, with a bottle of
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss1/3
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champagne for the winner. After many of the guests complained because we
always carried off the prize, we were eliminated from the race. When this
vacation came to an end, I was always depressed. The wonderful times were
over and I would have to return to "prison" again. I am still in contact with
my good friend Hans. Such friendships of youth are never forgotten.
My last three years of secondary schooling were completed in Schwyz.
The change from the Jesuit school to the "Maria Hilf' Kollegium was not
easy for me. However it had to be, as I would not have been able to take up
my studies at a Swiss university without matriculating in Switzerland.
The beautiful landscape of Schwyz with the two impressive Mythen
Mountains in the background meant very much to me; however the general
atmosphere of the college there was quite different from Feldkirch. I was
very interested in sports and the possibilities of pursuing them there were
quite limited. While our daily schedule in Feldkirch adhered strictly to a
reasonable routine, in my new school we often had to follow rules that did
not make any sense to me.
Such, for instance, was the" March to the Dining Room", subjected to a
strict ritual. Before the meal, we had to form two columns and then under
strict silence march into the dining room. This theatrical performance got on
my nerves and I decided to find relief. So, one day as the two columns were
in motion, with the Prefect in the middle, suddenly a dissenting murmur was
heard from the end of the line. Immediately the Prefect hurried to the source
of the disturbance, but now there was a dead silence and the sound erupted
in the front of the line. When the Prefect went to the front, the noise then
came from the back and when he ran to the back, the noise was heard
coming from the front again. The Prefect, brought to a sweat, suspected (and
quite correctly) that the author and director of this clever production of
mischief could only have the name of "Durrer".
There was no long wait for the punishment. Directly preceding my
English class I was locked into a spare classroom, with the order to copy
several pages from a book. I just had time to whisper to a classmate, "Tell
this to Professor Weder". Before long I heard his outraged voice and with
that I knew help was coming. He assisted me to escape through a window
above the door. Inevitably I was reported to the Director, an uncle of my
prefect. This venerable man, growing too old for his post, spoke to me:
"Durrer, you can pack up. We have no use for people like you." Then he
contradicted himself, "The next time you can pack up. I am going to write a
letter to your father, so he is informed in case you suddenly appear at his
doorstep.
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Professor Weder and His Class, 1926
This whole episode upset me very much and I considered leaving the
school. Again Professor Weder came to the rescue. "Don't be so stupid", he
said. "You only have two years to hold out until you get your
matriculation."
To this good teacher and good person I owe much gratitude. In the
beginning of my time in Schwyz he helped me with private lessons in
English, so that I could catch up with my classmates, who had already had
two years of study. At first he was very strict but when he saw that I was
industrious and made progress, he said: "Now it goes well, and we can
speak differently with each other." He praised me and gave me confidence
in myself. Unfortunately in my last year in Schwyz Professor Weder was no
longer on the teaching staff. His replacement, Professor Hilari, doubted that
I would be able to pass the English exam without having had the first two
years of study. After the matriculation exam he reported to me, "You made
the highest marks of everyone in the exam."
The great day for our Kollegium was the celebration of the 75th year of
its existence. In anticipation of this event our division prefect cancelled a
traditional excursion. We were therefore not in the mood to accept the honor
that the management gave our student fraternity "Suita" of leading the
celebration parade with their flag bearers, dressed in red jackets, white
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trousers and boots reaching up to the hips. In total agreement we declined
the invitation with the excuse that we were not prepared to march in a
parade that did not respect our vested rights. When we then were placed
under pressure; we united to protest and protect ourselves, under the battle
cry of "Knif." This title comes from the first letters of the password,
"Kommt nicht in Frage" ("We won't think of it") - namely, that we would
never give in. This led to the name "Knifania" that became the slogan of our
class of 1931, and as such was registered in the book of the history of the
Kollegium "Maria Hilf'. It is to be pointed out here that we emerged
victorious from our battle with the authorities.
That happy outcome of our successful challenge so strongly united the
class that, in the style of the Riitlischwur (original legendary oath of
independence of the Swiss), we swore to stand together for all our life. In
fact, since our graduation in the year 1931 we still gather every year for a
Knifania Meeting. Since 1986 my friend Hans Koller, with whom I have had
a close friendship since our student days, has organized these reunions.
Several times I have come from America to take part in them. It was always
a great pleasure to see these friends of my youth. Regretfully, the circle is
getting smaller each year.

First Years in America
In younger years, with youthful optlilllsm, one tends to project the
future on a fairly straight line. Life usually alters that course. Circumstances
change, and we change with them. Events in and around us shape our
destiny. Roadblocks and crossroads force us to choose an unplanned route.
1939-45 was such a time when many
lives were drastically changed, due to
the dramatic developments in Europe
and the Far East. These events were to
alter the course of my life also.
To America for a Year-August

1939

After graduating from dental
school in Berne, Switzerland in 1936, I
practiced for three years in the office
of Dr. Steiger in Zurich. Both Dr.
Steiger and my father (a dentist
practicing in Lucerne) had taken postgraduate courses in the United States.
Encouraged by them, I decided to go
to America for further studies.
Not Seasick yet!
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My application for a year's course at the University of Pennsylvania had
been accepted six months prior to my departure. I had purchased a ticket for
sailing to America on the S.S. Degrasse, and one for returning in a year on
the S.S. Champlain. Hitler had already occupied the Rhineland in 1936 and
Austria in 1938. In spite of the dark clouds hanging over Europe, I was
optimistic.
How vividly I remember sitting in the train in Paris on the way to Le
Havre, in the beginning of August 1939. The sky was gray and so was the
mood of the people. The station was crowded. Many had tears in their eyes
as they bade farewell to family and friends. Slowly the train started to move.
It was a very emotional moment, with more tears and sadness. A priest
seated next to me remarked, "II y a bien des gens qui ne se reverront plus."
How prophetic he was!

University of Pennsylvania Dental School
On September 1st, school began. I was now a student again. My
temporary home was a room near the school. I paid my rent promptly;
whenever I could catch my landlady sober enough to sign the receipt.
More disturbing news came from Europe. The German troops had
marched into Poland on September 1st. France and England declared war on
Germany. World War II had started. Many Swiss had to return immediately
for military service. In spite of being able of body and mind, I had been
rejected from service because as a lanky six-footer, my chest circumference
did not meet the archaic army requirement of measuring one-half of the
body height - and no amount of strenuous push ups remedied this deficiency.
Being placed in the classification of "Hilfsdienst" had always been a great
disappointment to me. However, I finally found solace, when the Swiss
Embassy informed me that this classification allowed me to stay in America
and finish my studies.
I enjoyed the courses at the University of Pennsylvania. Teachers and
students showed a great deal of understanding and were very helpful to us
three foreign students (a Dutchman , a Scotsman and myself). At first we
were surprised at the strict control of the students' attendance and
performance. Each student was assigned a seat in the lecture room and after
the lecture had started, the numbers of all empty seats were recorded. Soon
Thanksgiving came around. I enjoyed American hospitality, being invited
by one of the professors to my first Thanksgiving dinner. It was a very nice
experience to be part of a happy family gathering. A faculty member,
Professor Hermann Prinz, took a friendly interest in me. Being of German
origin, he appreciated conversing with me in his native tongue. He was a
most interesting person, with four doctoral degrees to his name and several
textbooks. On Saturdays the school closed at noon, and Professor Prinz
often invited me to his home. After lunch I helped him organize his vast
collection of books in different languages. He had many interesting stories
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to tell. While working in Detroit, he struck up an acquaintance with the
owner of a bicycle repair shop that he passed on his way to work. The
owner's name: Henry Ford.
May 15, 1940. The morning papers screamed the headlines: Holland
and Belgium had been attacked. We were all greatly affected by the news. I
was concerned for my Dutch friend, and I found him in a telephone booth,
in tears. "Had I only followed your advice to have my father open an
account in the United States instead of sending me a monthly check! Now
the money is frozen. I thought Holland could never be invaded. We have our
dikes for defense!"
As the school year came to an end, I found myself facing another
decision. Professor Prinz had encouraged me to stay in the United States
another year, working as a dental intern and attending as many lectures and
dental meetings as possible. I applied to and was accepted at the
Guggenheim Dental Clinic in New York City. I canceled my return trip
ticket on the S.S. Champlain. (Years later; I learned that the ship was used to
transport French soldiers from Africa to the war front and early in the war
had been sunk by the enemy.)
The American custom of students taking summer jobs solved my
problem of filling in the time before starting at the Guggenheim Clinic in
September. I found an opening as swimming and tennis instructor in a
French camp for girls in Deer Island, Maine. I took the required Red Cross
course in lifesaving and presented myself to the owner of the camp. She
offered me a ride to the camp in her car. When she registered at the hotel
where we were to stay overnight, the desk clerk assigned us a single room.
The camp owner blushed and quickly corrected that. "No, he sleeps alone."
My duties as counselor were to supervise the swimming and give a course in
lifesaving. In exchange for this I could spend the summer in beautiful
surroundings and enjoy the facilities of swimming, hiking, tennis and riding.
One young bobby soxer asked me why I was not married, and I told her that
nobody wanted me. She quickly answered, "I think you would be a good
catch."
Guggenheim Clinic and the International House
The Guggenheim Clinic (now no longer in existence) was an excellent
institution, which provided dental care to needy children. The children and
their parents were instructed in proper dental care and proper nutrition. It
was a good learning experience for a young dentist and offered the
opportunity to attend many interesting lectures.
My salary was $120 a month, but times were different then. Subways
and buses cost 5 cents, as did local phone calls. By staying at the
International House for students, I could just live on my salary. There I
could get a good breakfast for 25 cents, dinner for 50 cents. A sandwich and
coffee at a lunch counter near the clinic was also 25 cents. I supplemented
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2007
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my salary by giving French lessons to a Chinese student. Attending lectures
and meetings of the different dental societies added to my professional
knowledge. Also rewarding was the opportunity to meet students from all
parts of America as well as from many other countries. Speakers from
various fields offered interesting presentations on international subjects. We
students often received invitations from American families and, of course,
had opportunities to explore New York.
Around Christmas time, Mrs. Carnegie invited us to her house on Fifth
Avenue. The reception was in a huge entrance hall. In the center of the hall,
a large Christmas tree was slowly revolving on a motorized stand. Tea was
served after we sang several Christmas carols, and then each one of us
passed by Mrs. Carnegie and was handed a pencil. The Rockefeller family
(who had funded the International House) invited me and other members of
the student council for a meeting at the Colonial Inn nearby. I recall the
congenial, informal manner of the Rockefellers. Nelson Rockefeller, who
was sitting next to me, told of his recent visit to Switzerland and how much
he had enjoyed a boat ride on the Lake of Lucerne.
Some of us students decided to go to Harlem to see 'Father Divine'. We
had heard about this self-appointed Evangelist, who was said to be God by
his followers. We attended a meeting at one of his so-called 'Heavens". The
hall was filled with worshippers, most of them black. Admission was 15
cents. We were given a soft drink, spaghetti and some ice cream. Soon
Father Divine entered and the crowd came alive. People jumped up and
down, shouting in unison: 'Father Divine! Father Divine!" He went to a
podium and began to preach.
"Isn't he wonderful?" said a man next to me. "Yes," I said, "but tell me,
why do they say he is God? He looks like any one of us." Obviously
annoyed by my question, he raised his finger and said, "Now look here,
fellow. You had a drink, dinner and dessert. You paid only 15 cents. Now
who else but God can do this?"
After the talk, several followers approached the podium and gave
testimony to the influence of Father Divine in their lives. I remember
particularly a white man who confessed, with tears in his eyes, that he had
been caught in the web of a very bad woman until Father Divine
straightened him out, and now he was a happy man! We left the meeting
with a whole new image of God.
One evening after working in the clinic, I noticed little red spots all over
my body. The attending nurse at the International House called the doctor,
who diagnosed German measles. One of the children I had treated had
obviously given me a souvenir. The doctor ordered that I be isolated and
hospitalized immediately but the kind nurse finally convinced him to let me
stay in my room overnight. Early next morning, a voluptuous nurse with
flaming red hair woke me up, informing me that the ambulance was waiting.
This antiquated vehicle brought me downtown to the Willard Parker
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss1/3
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jingled some bells as we went crawling through the red lights. I thought it
rather amusing, as my condition certainly was not an emergency.
At the hospital I was put on a stretcher and pushed down a long
corridor. I was carefully covered as if I had the pestilence and when I
peeked out from under the sheet, was scolded and quickly covered again. An
elevator brought us to the top floor. I suddenly heard children crying and
found myself in the children's ward. The doctor's first question to me was if
I ever had scarlet fever. When I denied this, he said, "You better get the hell
out of here, otherwise you'll get that, too!" Mrs. McNaughten, the house
mother of the International House, sent me a beautiful bouquet of flowers,
which I found very thoughtful, but was rather surprised at all the fuss over
some red spots. After a few days I was released (without scarlet fever) and
returned to the International House by subway.
A Memorable Elevator Ride

For some time during the war, correspondence to and from Switzerland
was cut off, but I had been notified by telegram that my father was seriously
ill. One night, a week later, there was a knock on my door and a second
telegram was handed to me. Without opening it, I sensed its contents: my
father had passed away. Escalation of the war had made returning to
Switzerland virtually impossible, but now, with both parents gone (my
mother had died when I was 3 years old), home seemed even farther away.
I had already applied to Harvard Dental School for a year of postgraduate study. After that year, would I return to Switzerland or possibly
start my practice in America? Again, my life came to a new turn, this time
through Dr. Irving Hardy, a well-known dentist practicing in New York
City. I had met him at one of the dental meetings and later again when he
taught a course at the Guggenheim Clinic. I assisted him with his lectures
and we became better acquainted.
It was just at this time of uncertainty in my life that Dr. Hardy invited
me for lunch. We had just stepped into the elevator from his office on the
22nd floor at Rockefeller Center, when he asked me if I would consider
staying in America and coming to practice with him in his office. I later
learned that his proposal did not come on the spur of the moment; he had
made inquiries about my credentials. I had previously been a weekend guest
at his home on Long Island, and much later when I asked him if I had been
invited in order to get his wife's opinion of me, he smiled and said, "Well,
women are often much better judges of people." This was a unique
opportunity to me, as Dr.Hardy was well known and highly respected. By
the time the elevator reached the first floor, my mind was made up. "It will
take a year before I can be ready," I told him. Since I was here on a
student's visa, I would have to apply for immigration papers. I would have
to spend one more year in a dental school in America in order to qualify for
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taking the New York State Board Examinations. Dr. Hardy said, "I will
wait. Try to be ready in a year."

Harvard -1940---41
Next, I found myself at Harvard, once more a student. Besides the postgraduate courses, which I enjoyed very much, I greatly appreciated the
cultural side of Boston, often attending concerts and visiting the museums.
Again, fate had been kind to me. A young woman at the International House
in New York had given me the name of a friend of hers in Boston. From this
introduction I frequently enjoyed the warm hospitality of the Vanderhoof
family. By chance, Mr. Vanderhoof was a lawyer and through his contacts I
was able to get my immigration and citizenship papers fairly soon.
One Sunday I was with several other guests at the Vanderhoofs when
their son arrived home. He burst into the room, announcing "We are at war!
Pearl Harbor has been bombed by the Japanese!" That was December 7,
1941.

State Boards and Practice - for a While
Soon that year came to an end and I returned to New York to take the
State Board Exams, again staying at the International House. It took a full
week of exams, from morning until late afternoon. After about three weeks
of anxious waiting, I was informed that I had passed, and was ready to start
practice with Dr. Hardy at his office in Rockefeller Center. I felt myself
indeed very fortunate. Dr. Hardy was an outstanding professional and at the
same time a warm, compassionate person. I enjoyed a close relationship
with him.
A few months after working in his office, a new roadblock appeared: a
letter from the local draft board, in Harlem. "Greetings from your
neighbors ," it started. I had been chosen to serve in the U.S. Army! Since I
was not yet a citizen, I had the option to refuse, but would have to forfeit the
option of ever becoming a citizen of the United States. Likewise, if I had not
obtained my citizenship within six years, my dental license would become
invalid. All roads led to the Army.
I reported to the Army induction center. The examination began.
Standing in my birthday suit and carrying all my clothes in a wire basket , I
was instructed to follow the white line. At the first station, a chest x-ray was
taken as well as blood and urine samples. The line then led me from one
specialist to the next, until all parts of my anatomy had been inspected. By
the time I reached the end of the line, the results of the tests had already
been recorded. I marveled at the expediency and organization.
While waiting for my orders, I was advised to apply for a commission
so that I could work in my profession as an officer. I found my way to the
Procurement and Assignment Office. The Colonel in charge bawled me out
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for not having applied for a comnnss10n before getting the physical
examination. He stormed out of the room. His very nice secretary told me
not to worry; he was now raising hell. "You have the worst local Board and
they are always giving him trouble. They always induct professional men as
privates." My induction papers were held up until I was cleared by G2
(Army Intelligence), but after a few months I received orders to report to
Baltimore, Maryland in uniform as a 1st Lieutenant. The Colonel there
looked at my papers and remarked: "You have a good training. We will
change your orders from Chenango to Aberdeen Proving Grounds in
Maryland," a permanent Army ordnance post.

Aberdeen Proving Grounds and Citizenship
I reported to Aberdeen wearing a uniform
that I had purchased at Finchley' s in New
York. A family friend from Lucerne, Harry
Goeldlin, was with me when I bought the
uniform. On his insistence, I had chosen the
very best of material and the all-knowing
salesman had stipulated how the insignias were
to be placed. The Major who received me at
Aberdeen took me aside, saying, "Take off that
jacket and let me set your insignias properly
before I introduce you to the staff."
Aberdeen
was a long
established
institution that extended over many miles. In a
highly restricted area, weapons of all types
were tested. A reconstructed fortress of the
Good Morning, America!
Siegfried Line was bombed from planes and Officer Gustav Durrer
blasted by gunfire. In another area there was a
huge museum that contained an arsenal of
weapons and tanks, mostly captured material, but there was also a
tremendous Russian tank that dwarfed all the others.
Medical personnel usually do not carry weapons. However, in the camp
the medical corps received training in rifle and pistol shooting, learning to
crawl out of ditches and cover a certain distance under barbed wire while
machine guns were firing over our heads. This was quite an experience.
During my stay at Aberdeen I had some very interesting dental cases
and had published some papers. One day I saw the name "Wirz" on the chart
of a new patient. Nativity: Switzerland. He was already sitting in the dental
chair when I approached him and said in Swiss German: "So, Wirz, Mach
s'Muul uf! " (Open your mouth). In amazement, his jaw fell open: "'How
did you know?!" Before he could finish his sentence, I told him that I could
just tell by looking at him. Some time later, I was called to the post office
and handed a rather odiferous package from Wisconsin, sent by a Mrs.
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Ramseyer. Well, Wirz had written home to the village where he came from
that a Swiss dentist was treating him in the camp. For many mornings Mrs.
Ramseyer' s cheese brightened my breakfast and that of the officers with
whom it was shared.
While in Aberdeen, I received my citizenship papers at a ceremony in
Baltimore. By that time I had been promoted to Captain, and I was the only
officer in a large group of soldiers to be sworn in. The judge gave a very
impressive message to us. "You are now American citizens. Your loyalty
belongs to this country but that doesn't mean that you must forget or discard
the roots from which you have come."
Soon I received orders to be transferring to Shenango, the overseas
staging area to which I was originally assigned. It was rumored to have the
unfortunate Indian name meaning "Valley of No Return"! A group with the
same SOS number was being trained for tropical warfare, equipped with
mosquito nets, gas masks, etc. - so we deduced that our group would got to
a tropical climate - but where?
Because of the constant change of the war theater, overseas transfer was
delayed, and I was given a two-week leave. I went to Washington, D.C. to
visit a school friend, Dr. Fritz Real, who was attached to the Swiss Legation.
At a cocktail party given by him, I was introduced to a Colonel Rene Juchli,
an American medical officer of Swiss origin. This chance meeting again
changed the course of my life. Colonel Juchli was in charge of the American
Army hospitals and clinics for prisoners of war in need of medical attention.
He was having difficulty in finding American officers that could speak
German. "I need you for my unit. Come to my office tomorrow," he said.
The next day, after reporting to his office, we went to the Pentagon. There I
was introduced to several Generals, with Colonel Juchli saying, This man is
being sent to the tropics, and I am looking everywhere for people who speak
German. I want him with me." My orders were changed.
Tullahoma, Tennessee

However, the hospital which Colonel Juchli was to open in Frankfort
was not yet ready, so I was sent to a General Hospital in Camp Forrest,
Tullahoma, Tennessee. This was a former parachute training camp,
transformed into a general hospital for German prisoners. Boats transporting
American soldiers overseas returned with prisoners, who were then brought
to the camps that had been vacated by American troops. This was far more
practical than having to establish and maintain camps in Europe. Of these
prisoners, many were in need of medical and dental care and were brought
to centers such as Tullahoma. I was placed in charge of the dental clinic and
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had to supervise it with
German and American dentists
working side by side. After
some initial difficulties, things
worked out very well.
A great many of the
patients who came to 'the
dental clinic needed more than
routine dental work. There
were war injuries such as
gunshot wounds or fractures of
the jaw. I remember especially
one young German, 22 years
Camp Forest, Tullahoma, Tennessee
old, who had his lower jaw
almost completely blown off. I still see his sad eyes looking at me, asking:
"Why did this happen to me? I have never harmed anybody!" He was
injured by a bomb that exploded while he was helping a wounded soldier. It
was a tragic case. His report stated that he was illegitimate, never knowing
his father. His mother had committed suicide when he was 16 years old. I
consulted with an orthopedic surgeon. After removal of some bone
fragments which were located in the soft tissue, I constructed an appliance
to put the two remaining parts of the jaw in place and prepare for a graft
from a piece of bone taken from the hip. I never saw the end results, as the
prisoners were shipped back to Germany after armistice was declared.
A prisoner told me: "The Americans have so many planes, flying day
and night over the camp. I can see that we can never win the war." Of
course, he did not know that there was an airfield nearby where the pilots
were practicing take-offs and landings.
Paul Schnyder, a friend of mine from Luzem, was one of the Swiss
representing the Red Cross that came from time to time to the camp to
interview the prisoners. He told me about an incident in another prison
camp. An elegantly dressed man arrived at the camp, asking to see the
Colonel. He introduced himself and said that he was the prisoner who had
escaped a year ago. He had gone to New York, had two different jobs, and
liked America very much. Now he heard that the prisoners were being
shipped back and he did not want to miss the boat. The Colonel was so
impressed that he gave him only a mild penalty. An American in that same
situation as a prisoner in Germany would not have gotten off so easily.
Among the prisoners were two German generals. One of them became
my patient. He was always very pleasant and polite. I asked him once if he
knew Hitler. "Very well," he said, and then after a pause: "Man kann sagen
was man will, aber er war ein mutiger Mann." I made no comment. These
two Generals never saw their country again. Both must have been under
extreme stress. My patient died from a heart attack and the other committed
suicide by hanging himself.
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Besides translating for the American commanding officer to the German
officers, I was occasionally asked to be present when relatives visited the
German prisoners. This was a job that I did not particularly like, but it had
to be done. Usually I busied myself with reading, keeping an eye on the
visitors. Once a woman who was engaged in conversation with a German
soldier suddenly shouted, 'Hitler, das - loch!"
One morning, when I came out of my room, another door opened and
Colonel Ferenbough, Commanding Officer of the hospital, looked at his
watch and said: "It is after seven. You are too late for breakfast." "What
about you, Colonel?" I answered. He then said, "I know. Well, we'll drive
over to the Officer's Club, and I invite you for breakfast there." From our
breakfast table we admired a beautiful sunrise. The Colonel said, "Here you
are seeing a beautiful spectacle, it looks as if you were home on the Rigi !" I
told him that it was just as dramatic, except that unfortunately the Alps were
missing.
Once we were visited by two Swiss Army medical officers, delegates of
the International Red Cross, Major Walthart from Geneva and Captain Rubli
from Zurich. As they walked into the dining room in uniform, I overheard a
GI asking: "Who are they?" His friend replied: "I heard that they are two
Swiss prisoners." They inspected the hospital and had to observe and report
to Geneva concerning treating prisoner patients. Our Commanding Officer ,
Col. Ferenbough, was very impressed by the way they handled their job
with understanding and diplomacy. He remarked to me that if there were an
Eighth Wonder of the World, it would be the Swiss.
Chile Con Carne and Spaetzli

A reporter of the local newspaper had interviewed me and this was
followed by an article in the paper with the headline: "Former" Swiss Heads
Dental Clinic at Camp Forrest." Soon afterwards I received a call from the
President of the Women's Club of Tullahoma. Would I be the speaker at
their annual meeting that included men? And was I accustomed to speaking?
"Oh, yes!" I answered, eager to be invited. When I arrived, I was amazed at
this well attended meeting. The President of the club as well as the mayor of
the town came to greet me. In the background I saw an elaborate buffet
supper set up. My courage sank and I quickly retreated to the men's room.
In my speech, I gave a brief history of Switzerland, pointing out the
similarities in democratic outlook of the Swiss and Americans, then told a
few jokes. The speech was received with great applause. This led to other
local invitations. It was always a nice change to get out of the camp and into
different surroundings.
One of these invitations came from a Swiss couple, the Gretlers, who
owned a factory nearby. They often invited me to their home and, on some
Sundays, for a boat ride. As we drifted down the river, we enjoyed the
beautiful color display of autumn in Tennessee. We picnicked on the boat
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and at a certain point were met by his employees, who took the boat back.
Colonel Juchli often visited the camp and I introduced him to the Gretlers.
Inviting him for dinner, Mrs. Gretler asked him what he would like to eat.
"Knoepfli " be said. Poor Mrs. Gretler had never made that dish, but
researched her cookbooks and came up with a very good dinner, including
"Knoepfli" (dumplings).
Through the prisoners' grapevine (they always seemed to know
everything going on before we did), I heard that we were to be visited by a
General from the Pentagon. His mission was to reduce our personnel.
Actually, we were short-staffed. How to convey that message to him? I
called in the German officers and explained my strategy. The clinic was to
be closed on the afternoon before the General was due and all hands ordered
to have the clinic in shape for rigid inspection. That evening , I went over to
the clinic to see if everything was in good order. To my surprise, the lights
were still on in the clinic. German soldiers and officers were still polishing
and shining. The dental chairs were pumped up high to polish the
underneath parts. That was German "Grtindlichkeit". I hardly could imagine
the American General crawling under the chairs to look for dust. In order to
impress the General, I had prisoners sitting all along both sides of the
corridor leading to the clinic. My Staff Sergeant stood at the entrance and
shouted "Attention" as the General appeared and all the prisoners snapped
to attention. The General was taken aback by such a reception! After
introducing myself, I brought him to my office, where I proceeded to tell
him how glad I was that he had come so that he could see how badly we
needed more personnel. I showed him the figures on our production.
"General, you can see for yourself how many patients are waiting for
treatment." After a while, he confided in me that he was really here to
transfer some of our staff, but he saw my situation and said that no changes
would be made. My goal was accomplished and I sent the soldiers who had
posed as waiting patients back to their duties.
1945 was an eventful year. President Roosevelt died on April 12. I still
recall the haunting melody of "Going Home" from Dvorak' s New World
Symphon y that was played over and over on the radio. Truman became
President. In the same month Hitler committed suicide on April 30, and in
May, Germany and Italy surrendered. On August 6 and 9, atom bombs were
dropped over Hiroshima and Nagasaki, followed by surrender of the
Japanese. The war was over!
Colonel Juchli was ordered to Nuremberg for the trials in 1945-46. He
came back with interesting stories. As a physician and speaking German, he
had to examine many of the famous Nazi prisoners who were on trial. When
he saw Goering, he greeted him as "Herr Meier". This was a reference to
Goering's boast about the Luftwaffe: "If any enemy plane reaches the Ruhr,
my name is Meier". Juchli found him very jovial and only by constantly
reminding himself of Goering's atrocities was he able to keep from liking
him. "The trials are a waste of time and money. If the roles had been
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reversed, I would be executed the next day," Goering said. He escaped the
execution by committing suicide. The British took Hess as prisoner when he
flew to England on his own to negotiate for peace. At the trial, he claimed
complete amnesia. Colonel Juchli refuted this. How could he, a general
physician, make such a claim when a French and British psychiatrist both
had confirmed the amnesia? "I have the advantage of knowing the language,
and having common sense. Besides, I searched his cell and found his well
hidden diary." Hess later admitted faking amnesia.
Halloran Hospital and Daytona Beach

For some time I had been feeling very tired and irritable. Finally, the
cause became apparent one morning when I looked in the mirror. The whites
of my eyes had turned yellow. Hepatitis! This kept me in the hospital for
several weeks. Back on duty, this illness had left me very weak and tired.
"No alcohol, no fat, but lots of protein and sugar candies" were my diet
recommendations. While the rest of the staff was served the regular menu, I
was frequently served a nice juicy steak. Our Colonel, in his usual brusque
manner, asked: "Why the hell are you getting steak? There's not a damn
thing wrong with you!" In spite of the steaks, my symptoms persisted. The
physician in charge of my care, over the Colonel's objection, had me
transferred to Halloran Hospital on Staten Island for further evaluation.
Halloran was formerly a hospital for psychiatric patients, and was
indeed a dreary place. The windows were barred, and toilet seats had all
been removed. I arrived at night and was brought to a large ward of about 40
beds. A snoring contest was in full swing. By the light of a flashlight, a very
pretty WAC (Women's Auxiliary Corps) led me to my bed. I later found out
that she was a former Rockette in the Radio City Music Hall.
Infectious hepatitis was fairly new and unknown in America at that
time. A German prisoner patient had probably infected me. Many German
soldiers had brought it back from the Russian front. A young lieutenant, a
medical doctor who examined me, told me: "I don't know much about this
illness. I think I'll send you back to duty." I told this to the patient in the bed
next to mine, who was a medical officer. He gave me good advice: "You
know, Gus, it's the squeaky wheel that gets the grease." Every morning he
stood in front of my bed and had me repeat all the symptoms of hepatitis. I
could reel these off so well that the doctors were convinced that I was not
well enough to return to duty. I was sent to Daytona Beach, Florida, to a
recuperation camp. Indeed, quite a group of us was there, recovering from
the same illness. We were all called in together by a psychiatrist who was
making a study of the disease. Each of us, in turn, had similar complaints:
tiredness and sluggishness. Many were considered "gold brickers", (an
Army expression for those who were shirking their duty) because the
medical profession had no experience with the course of this illness.
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Many learning opportunities were offered at the camp. Useful courses
were given and many lecturers visited the camp. Besides that, we had
facilities for exercise, and of course, there was the beautiful beach. About
two months after I arrived, the camp was to be closed. I was given the
choice of being transferred to another camp for full recuperation or being
discharged. Being already tired of the lazy life, I decided to ask for
discharge, volunteering for the Reserves, where I was promoted to the rank
of Major.
I had nothing heroic to show for the three and one half years in the
Army - only a little red ribbon which decorated my uniform. This was a
meritorious award which was given for excellency to everyone who served
in the hospital in Tullahoma. The time had not been lost. I had gained a
great deal of experience professionally as well as in human relations. The
people I had met in Service came from all parts of the country. Through
them, I saw a cross-section of America.

Civilian Life Revisited
Once more I was at a crossroad. Where to start my practice? Whenever I
met a Texan in service, it didn't take long before he was advising me, with a
strong pat on the back: "You must come to our wonderful state to practice."
On the other hand, when I first came to New York, a Swiss dentist
practicing there advised me: "Don't start your practice in New York City.
You' 11starve. Go to some small town, join the church, meet and marry a
rich girl." I had assured him then that I had no intention of staying in
America, much less of practicing in New York. He then repeated: "But, just
in case you would stay, I warn you." Now, ignoring this advice as well as
that of the Texan's, I decided to return to New York and reopen my private
practice there.
Although office space was difficult to obtain at that time, I was
fortunate to be able to rent a small room at Rockefeller Center. I started with
some of the patients I had before entering the service and soon developed a
busy practice. When larger office space became available, Dr. Jules
Vuilleumier, a Swiss dentist also practicing in New York, joined me. The
years we practiced together were very happy for both of us. We had a very
congenial relationship, professionally as well as personally. He often spoke
of the old time New York that he knew when he first came in the early
1900s.
My patients came from all walks of life: from the business world and
professional fields, and there were diplomats, secretaries, housewives, and
people in the field of music, theater and art. Each one has left some
impression which has greatly enriched my life. Besides my private practice,
I was on the staff at Columbia University and later New York University
and the State University of New York at Stony Brook. Also, I lectured and
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gave courses in Europe, Japan, Egypt and other parts of the world. All these
were opportunities for broadening my experiences.
One of my patients was the well-known Swiss engineer, Dr. Othmar
Ammann. He came to my office in need of some bridges himself. When I
explained the reconstruction needed, he responded: "I see that we have
similar problems in our work." "Yes, Dr. Ammann," I said, "my bridges
also have to carry a lot of traffic, but your designs may be seen and admired~
mine must appear like the work of nature." I met his daughter and my life
took another new tum. With our marriage, I left my bachelor days behind,
becoming a happily married man. So the crossroads and roadblocks that
presented themselves from that day in 1939, when I first sailed into the
harbor of New York, led to years of rich experiences and fulfillment. Like
so many Swiss who came for a year, I stayed for a lifetime. Although I am
living in the United States, I remain in close touch with my homeland.
Almost every year I return to Switzerland to visit friends, relatives and the
beauty of the country that gave me my education and my heritage.
Unforgettable Adventures

Climbing the Matterhorn
During a vacation in Riffelalp, Switzerland I had an unusual experience
that I shall never forget. While admiring the beautiful landscape there, the
thought occurred to me to admire this Panorama once from a higher level.
My glance was directed toward the Matterhorn. Mountain climbing was
something that I had never experienced.
I sought out a mountain guide. On a much smaller mountain, called "the
little Matterhorn" I was given my first mountain climbing lesson and tested
for my climbing abilities. The first attempt did not go so well but my
instructor was satisfied with my next try. Anxiously I waited for good
weather.
Finally, the mountain guide, Arnold, reported: "The weather is good.
We can go as far as the Homli Hut this afternoon." There we stayed
overnight and at 4 o'clock in the morning the fun started. Arnold fastened a
rope around my waist as well as around his own, then climbed a stretch
ahead of me. Then he secured the rope - upon which both of our lives were
hanging - and waited until I had climbed to his level. He then continued the
ascent and secured the rope for the next stretch. In this way we progressed.
One always had to search carefully for a foothold for a hand or foot in a
crack or ledge in the steep rock cliff.
The air became thinner and the houses in Zermatt appeared smaller and
smaller. The higher we climbed the harder it became to breath and gradually
fatigue became apparent. Finally we came to the last test of courage and
strength: a smooth, vertical stone wall, fifty meters high, that had to be
conquered. Without the rope and permanently placed grappling irons which
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one could use for stepping or pulling oneself up, it would have been
impossible to reach the summit.

Matterhorn with Riffle Alp in Foreground
Finally having arrived on top we stood on a narrow, snow-covered
ridge, 44 77 meters above sea level and 1616 meters above Zermatt. The
view was overwhelming. On the one side the glorious Italian Alps could be
seen and on the other side, the equally impressive panorama of the Swiss
Alps.
So then we faced what was for me the yet harder part of the climb: the
descent. Trusting in the watchful eye of my guide behind me and with my
sights on the gaping abyss in front of me, I had to proceed ahead of him. We
arrived in the village of Zermatt in the afternoon and had to run in order to
catch the last tramway to Riffelalp. Back at the hotel, I fell exhausted into
bed. It took a good two days before I more or less recovered. Then I visited
the cemetery where sacrifices to the Matterhorn had found their last resting
place.
Sailing in the Mediterranean
A further adventure awaited me following a telephone call from my
friend, Hugo Mayr, at that time the Director of Swiss Air in N.Y. Hugo grew
up on the Lake of Constance and was an enthusiastic sailor. He invited me
to spend my summer vacation on a sailboat. The plan: to rent a sailboat in
Bari (Italy) and to sail in the Adriatic Sea toward Greece. As assistant, we
engaged a sailing instructor from the Lake of Thun (a small lake in
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Switzerland). Although I had grown up by a lake, I had no idea about
sailing; but I accepted the invitation with enthusiasm.
We met in Bari. At that time considerable stormy weather was
predicted. That did not bother us one bit, our only concern was the element
of time that was available for us. So off we went! Our goal was Greece.
After sailing for a while, I was tempted to swim in the Sea, and I dove
overboard. However, the waves were stronger than I had anticipated. The
sailboat had to circle several times around me before I could grab the rope
that was thrown to me and to be pulled back on to the boat.
North of us lay Yugoslavia and we were somewhat concerned, as we
could have easily fallen into Russian hands if we would have wandered too
far northwards. Soon we approached a Grecian island and saw a lighthouse
in the far distance. What could that mean? Should we sail around the
lighthouse or between the lighthouse and the island? The sailing instructor
advised us the latter. Suddenly the boat halted. We had landed on a reef. The
shaft of the rudder was completely bent. We were towed into a small harbor
and were brought to land next to a large motorboat. The owner of the boat
was a Frenchman who waved to us in a friendly manner and invited us to
come to his boat. He introduced us to an attractive young woman that
accompanied him, as well as his assistant, a sailor. After a good glass of
wine we told him our story. "No need to be worried," he said. "Don't have
anything to do with the people here. They will cheat you. I was a diver in
the war and had to attach dynamite on the enemy ships during the night.
Early tomorrow morning I will dive down with my sailor and we will see
where the damage is.
Indeed, early the next morning, after a short while they brought up the
rudder with the bent shaft. I located a smithy and soon the repair was
accomplished. After it was attached again, we invited our helper in need, his
attractive companion and his sailor for a good dinner.
The following morning we set sail again. Soon a speeding motorboat
overtook us. Our helpful acquaintance waved to us and disappeared behind
the waves. We sailed onward along the Greek coast and visited Athens.
Many of the historical monuments that we had heard about in school
actually were facing us. The Parthenon was most impressive and beautiful.
In the simple Greek restaurants where we went for our meals, there were no
menus. We visited the kitchen and selected the different dishes from the
pots in which they were cooking.
Soon I had to think about returning to New York as my practice was
waiting for me. At the time the sea was too rough for a sailboat, so I had to
take a ship to Bari. It was just the time of pilgrimages and the ship was
overfilled with passengers. All of the seats were occupied and people even
occupied every space on the floor. Finally I found a small corner on a bench
upon which I could perch a half portion of myself.
From Bari I flew to Rome where complications presented themselves
when I went to the Swissair counter, to confirm booking to New York. The
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reservation was for one day later than the date on my ticket. "Che facciamo,
che facciamo?." ("What shall we do?") Following a long discussion with
many excited gesticulations, Italian style, I was transported by limousine to
a hotel. On the next day I was transported back to the airport. After a
pleasant flight with Swissair I arrived in New York with unforgettable
memories.
Interesting Experiences
Besides the pleasure of the work in my practice, I also enjoyed the
personal contact with the patients. They represented varied occupations and
nationalities. Many became personal friends. This sometimes led to
interesting experiences.
Russia: Behind the Iron Curtain
The Canadian Ambassador to Russia and his wife came as patients
during their stay in New York. After this they invited me to visit them in
Russia. I gladly accepted the invitation. At the airport in Moscow I was met
by two chauffeurs. On the way to the city we came to a fork in the road
where a restaurant was standing. At this spot both the army of Napoleon and
Hitler had been halted from further invasion.
The Ambassador took the trouble to show me the surroundings of
Moscow. To do this he always had to report to the KGB. As we drove by a
wooded area, the Ambassador said to me, "As soon as we tum from this
street, a KGB employee, that has been hiding behind a tree, will step
forward.
When I went alone on the streets, I was stopped several times. Someone
offered to exchange money; another offered to buy something that I was
wearing. I had been forewarned that such exchanges were against the law.
The story was told of a Norwegian who sold his sweater and immediately
the same person that had just bought it turned around and took him to
prison.
One Russian offered me rubles in exchange for dollars. I could not get
rid of him. Finally he asked me, "Why do you not want this? I offered you
rubles for a good price?" I was getting annoyed and said: "I do not need
that. And besides, it is against your law. Leave me alone and go to hell!"
After that friendly invitation, he gave up and went away.
Chance experiences with the people of Russia left me with a very good
impression. Once when I was standing in a long line, waiting to embark on
an excursion boat, a woman explained to me that the ticket I was holding
was not valid and that I would have to go back and get another one.
Suddenly I was surrounded by people wanting to help me. One lady spoke
to me in French, another took a ticket out of her purse and led me to another
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boat. At other times when I was not sure of my way on the street,
pedestrians immediately came to help me.
Naturally the Lenin Museum was on my program to visit. At the
entrance a double line of visitors stood, waiting patiently and well
disciplined. Being accompanied by members of the embassy, I was admitted
immediately. We went down a stairway and then stood in a dark room
where two security officials were guarding the sarcophagus.
Only the hands and face of the deceased were illuminated and stood out
in ghostly contrast to the surrounding darkness. This presented a mysterious
and impressive picture. Visitors were directed to pass by without pause and
no one really had a chance to study the physiognomy of the owner of the
power that had once moved the world.
Russians from Aeroflot were also patients of mine. The Director always
embraced me when he entered my office. He was a tall, strong man and his
greeting almost crushed me. Another Russian who was pleased with the
dental work that I had done for her said, "The Doctor, I should like to kiss."
When I wanted to give an injection for local anaesthesia, a young
Russian patient said to me, "Oh no! I am a Russian!" However, his wife
wanted to have the anesthesia. I said, "You are not so brave as your
husband." "He was only afraid of the needle," was her answer.
Egypt
One of my friends recommended the Egyptian President, Anwar Sadat
to me for a professional consultation. I had been told ahead that this contact
with him was to be completely confidential. His name was not to be
mentioned, not even on the telephone. This same confidentiality was to be
observed toward all those who were in his service. The thick veil of secrecy
around this group caused great concern to my assistant, Nina Engi. She
feared that it had to do with my health when two practicing Egyptian
physicians from Washington were talking with me in the consulting room
with the door closed. The physicians had shown me two x-rays of the
president's dentition. However, this was insufficient for me to make a
serious judgment. I would have to examine the president. He was unable to
find time for a consultation.
Several days later I was invited to Washington. Two chauffeurs were
waiting for me at the airport. Each was holding placard with the writing "Dr.
Durrer". They brought me to Blair House, the guesthouse of official visitors.
There I met President Sadat in the middle of preparations for a reception of
the diplomatic corps. I was introduced to him and used that opportunity to
examine him. Equipped with a flashlight and several instruments I
attempted to make a precursory examination of the president's teeth, with
the outcome that for a complete report it would be necessary to examine the
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patient in my office. However, there was no time available, so further plans
for treatment were left open.
As I had been invited as a guest to the reception that followed, I took
part in the dinner and thus came in contact with interesting business and
political personalities. It opened a whole new world for me. Then later,
when President Sadat came to New York for the inauguration of an
Egyptian temple at the Metropolitan Museum, I received an invitation for
this occasion. However, on the day before the appointed event I received a
telephone call from Washington. "Do not come to the inauguration. Remain
in your office." Then I knew that the president would come to the office
after the inauguration. Soon after the call, a security agent appeared in my
office with a dog. Everything was carefully inspected, all drawers and
closets were checked out for possible explosives. The dog's careful
detective work produced nothing, but he was rewarded with a dog biscuit,
which he accepted with great joy.
My assistant, Miss Engi, and I waited in my office. Suddenly we heard
the sirens and we knew that President Sadat was on his way. He arrived with
his two physicians, his security police, body guards and diplomats.
Everything was prepared ahead of time and I began by taking the x-rays.
After the second x-ray, one of his physicians asked me, "Aren't you taking
too many x-rays of the president?" I answered, "No, these are necessary for
an exact diagnosis - and besides, when the president goes for a half-hour
walk around a pyramid, he would be exposed to much more radiation. When
the examination was finished, he thanked me and said, "That was Swiss
precision." He invited me for a visit to Egypt, where the further treatment
could by discussed.
Shortly after his return to Egypt, President Sadat was assassinated. To
my great astonishment, the Egyptian government made great effort to carry
out the visit that their highly revered chief of state had planned for me.
Some time later, upon their instruction , a friendly Egyptian lady met me at
the airport and conducted me through an interesting tour of Cairo. I visited
the Dental Institute, and had an interesting exchange of thoughts with the
professors there.
The Egyptians are very proud of their ancient culture but in their
friendly way are also open for everything outside of their world. I visited the
grave of President Sadat. I deeply regretted his sad fate.

Japan
David Hoffman, a good friend and colleague had good connection with
a study group of dentists in Japan. Through him I was invited several times
to Japan to give lectures and practical demonstrations.
On my first visit to Japan, I was with David and several other
colleagues. We raced in the rapid transit train from Tokyo to Osaka and on
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the way admired the famous Fujiyama. After our lectures, we were invited
for a dinner. On the next day our hosts proudly showed their beautiful
shrines and temples and parks.
A year later I received a phone call from Japan inviting me to give a
course with demonstration on a dental patient. I accepted with pleasure. For
this course I needed a whole dental set-up, with a laboratory. On the evening
before the lecture was to begin, very few dentists were present at the dinner.
I was told that the rest of the group was busy preparing for my presentation
on the next day. Then they showed me the space that had been rented for the
course. It was still completely empty. Since I had planned to start the
demonstration punctually at eight o'clock, I was somewhat alarmed to see
that nothing was ready. "Don't worry. We do this the Japanese way." They
worked through the night and in the morning everything was in readiness.
The patient and two assistants stood at the entrance and bowed to me. In a
comer of the room, a technician did likewise.
The
Swiss
Ambassador
to
Japan had he told
me, "You will
see, the Japanese
are dependable.
They are more
exact than the
Germans."
He
was right.
The father of
one of the dentists
A Dental Demonstration in Japan
who had visited
me in New York
invited me to stay overnight in his home. That was an experience! When I
arrived, his wife gave me a Kimono to put on. A bath had already been
prepared for me.
At the dinner table, while everyone else was sitting on the floor with
crossed legs, I was offered a cushion to sit on and could stretch out my legs.
My bedroom had to be reached by mounting a stairway that was so narrow
that I had to go up sideways. I slept on a mat, Japanese style. The toilet was
somewhat of a problem. The room was so small that I had to keep the door
open in order to have enough space to sit down.
The house and garden was very simple, but cozy. In the living room
there was a small altar to honor the ancestors. Japanese of the old generation
were short people; their houses were small. The young people of today have
a different life-style. Through better nutrition and sports they have grown
taller and with that, so are their houses being constructed larger.
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On my third visit to Japan I gave a five-day course with demonstrations
and concluded with an evaluation of the work of the participants of the
course. My wife was with me and we were put up in a very, elegant,
modem hotel. This hotel in Osaka was built on the place that had been
bombed in the Second World War.
The course concluded with a
traditional Japanese dinner. However,
we did not sit on the floor to eat. There
were many courses, each served on
different dishes and garnished with
fantasy.
On the day following the course a
member of the study group and his wife
took us by car to a beautiful island in the
south of Japan. On the way down we
passed rice paddies and saw the men and
women standing in the water and bent
over to plant the rice seedlings. At one
place we passed an artificial pond. Many
people were standing around the pond
with their fishing rods. For a fee, they
were having the pleasure of fishing and
perhaps of bringing home the prize of a
Being a guest in Japan.
good catch.
We stayed overnight in an elegant
hotel with a view of the beautiful harbor. From our room we could observe
the activities of the many pearl culture "farms" of the famous Mikimoto
Pearl Industry. We visited the Mikimoto museum and also observed a
demonstration of how the oysters were originally gathered by women divers.
Because of having more body fat, women were able to withstand the cold
water longer. Now the pearls are cultured in large floating rafts and diving is
no longer necessary.
Still today a close tie of friendship binds us with our Asian colleagues.
Through correspondence or from their personal visits to New York we
remain in contact with most of them.
The Opera

Through one of my patients, a director at the New York Metropolitan
Opera, I had the opportunity to have a view of an opera production from
behind the curtains. Through a television screen the director was in contact
below the stage, with a second director who led the choir. At that
performance, one of the singers happened to be a patient of mine, who was
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always somewhat nervous when he came for dental treatment. He saw me
from the stage, and while singing, made a grimace and held his hand over
his cheek.
Renal Analysis: a New Routine

The New Routine
In 1998 my life suddenly changed. On the 2nd day of our vacation in
Florida, my remaining kidney that had been gradually failing in the past few
years suddenly shut down completely. Fluid rapidly backed up into my
lungs and I felt I was choking. Margot telephoned the Emergency #411. She
had hardly hung up when we heard the ambulance sirens outside and in
what seemed only a few minutes, oxygen was being administered to me and
I was placed on a stretcher and brought to the hospital.
After a few weeks of excellent care and intensive dialysis, I was well
enough to return to New York. Now for the rest of my life I would have to
remain under dialysis treatment. Three times a week, for 4 hours, a machine
would perform the function of my kidneys.
This procedure demands courage and patience. The patient must follow
a strict diet, with limited liquid intake and restricted vegetable, fruit and
diary products. Numerous complications occur. One becomes weak and
often depressed.
Margot and I gradually adjusted to the new routine. Punctually at eight
twenty in the morning, Monday, Wednesday, Friday, rain or summer heat,
snow or storm, the parade starts from our apartment. Our destination is two
and a half blocks away to Rogosin Clinic, a center for development and
treatment of kidney disease. Promptness is essential, as the procedure is in
continuous succession from 5 AM until 10 PM. In the same reclining chair,
one patient is treated ahead of me and two will follow me.
Patients arrive for this picnic with a bagful of equipment: radio, tape
recordings, an extra pillow, sweater, blankets, handkerchief, something to
nibble in case of dizziness; everything we might need for the four hour
"trip", lying on a semi-reclining chair with arms outstretched.
First we must weigh ourselves to determine how much fluid will be
extracted from our blood as it runs thru the machine and is then returned to
our system. At the same time the machine will be filtering out the waste
products that have accumulated on our blood over the 24-hour period since
the last dialysis treatment.
As soon as we have settled down in our chairs, an "inflow" and
"outflow" tube from the machine is connected to our circulatory system by
needles inserted into our arm. This is the moment of truth, called
"cannulation". It requires skill and judgment on the part of the technician. If
something goes wrong, the procedure must be abandoned and alternative,
more complicated methods must be used, often requiring hospitalization for
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surgical procedures. The understanding of the staff, the support of family
and friends lighten one's lot. A bonding develops between patients. We
converse and joke and discuss among ourselves the various problems of
treatment.
In this new chapter of my life I am finding joy in small matters and
gratitude for what I had earlier taken for granted.

Wheelchair Adventures
In the first year of treatments I was able to walk to the dialysis clinic,
which is only two and a half blocks from our apartment. One is very weak
after the treatment, so Margot came to bring me home on a wheelchair. In
such a large city as New York one
would think that people would be
very impersonal and unobservant of
someone on a wheelchair. However
we found everyone to be friendly
and quickly offering help, especially
in winter when we came into
difficulties because of snow and ice
on the sidewalk.
Once, when we came to a steep
part just before our apartment
building, a tall man - a rabbi appeared and offered to push the
wheelchair for Margot, which she
e--? c--,""'
gratefully accepted. At the entrance
'--------------~
he left, saying, "Good-bye and God
In a New Way of Moving About
bless you." He had done his good
tum for that day!
At another time, at a difficult intersection, a man jumped out from his
parked car, and helped Margot with the wheelchair. As he departed, he
handed her his card: from an agency that supplied equipment for the
handicapped!

New York, Wednesday, July 4, OJ
My dear Hans,
Your dear letter, as always, brought me great pleasure. Hearty
thanks. I am glad that your whole family, including the computer, is
well and in good spirits.
For my part, I have been having difficulties with dialysis. Two
large needles are inserted in my arm, one in the vein and another in
the artery, and the blood then passes thru a machine that purifies it,
taking over the work of the kidney. Three times weekly I must lie in
the hospital, each time for four hours. Sometimes it is difficult to
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find the proper entrance to the artery and vein. This causes
bleeding, especially when a beginner without experience
undertakes the task. This always leads to a surgical procedure,
which happened to me twelve times.
Catheters must then be temporarily inserted into the vein and
artery under the collarbone. This always carries the danger of
infection. That is just what happened to me: an infection which then
led to blood poisoning.
Naturally, antibiotics help, but it takes time and patience until one
is back in
place again.
Now the next letter will hopefully bring better news.

Notes by Margot Ammann Durrer:

A few days after Gustav started this letter to his childhood friend, Han s
Bucher, he developed a severe infection. This was followed by a series of
disabling and painful complications that gradually overstrained his heart. He
struggled valiantly to maintain his routine activities, never complaining. Or.
September 30th, a few days after his 90th birthday, while New York Cit}
and the whole world were still staggering under the shock of the attack on
the World Trade Center towers, his dear, brave heart stopped. In full dignity
he slipped over to his next world.
This unfinished letter, his last, was later retrieved from his computer.

The following experiences outlined by Gus were completed by Margot.
Further wheelchair adventures

After a while, Gus overcame his reluctance to have a motorized chair and then the fun began!
The dialysis clinic is two and a half blocks from our apartment. So three
times a week, rain or snow or summer heat, Gus drove his wheelchair back
and forth to the clinic. It was a sight to behold to watch him delicately
maneuvering his joy stick, dodging lights, dog-walkers with their charges on
leashes, pedestrians absorbed in cell-phone conversations, up narrow ramps,
into crowded elevators, through narrow doors. Meanwhile I trotted behind
like the faithful coolie, carrying the two blankets that he would need, and
trying my best to keep up with him. So that I wouldn't miss him in the
crowd, we added a bicycle flag and a bicycle bell to warn unsuspecting
pedestrians. Attached to the back of the chair was a big tote bag with tape
recorder and radio, handkerchiefs, other items to accompany him on his
four-hour incarceration.
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Wherever he went, he was greeted by smiles. Everyone got a kick out of
his Yankee cap and the jaunty red wheelchair. He petted the dogs that came
to sniff their greetings; he talked to the children that gazed in wonder at his
motor-chair. He invited the ladies to sit on his lap. And always he had a
smile and pleasant word for everyone.
Once as Gus was about one half a block ahead of me, I saw his
wheelchair drive over an uneven curbstone and then slowly tip over with
him in it! Before I could reach him, several pedestrians had rushed to help.
Two assisted him to get up and supported him while another helped me to
upright the chair. I got on the chair and drove it around to where Gus was
standing. At that moment an ambulance happened to pass by. It stopped and
the two drivers rushed over. They were quite astonished to see me stand up
from the chair and walk toward Gus! Unharmed, Gus was reinstated in his
chair and before we even could say "Thank you", the helpers disappeared
and the ambulance drove off. Don't ever tell me that New Yorkers aren't
caring!
Riding on the City Bus
New York City offers excellent support for wheelchair pedestrians. On
every street crossing a section of the curbstone is lowered to the street level.
Every public building, restaurant or store, as well as rest rooms, must
accommodate the wheelchair.
Especially amazing is accommodation for wheelchairs on the city buses.
The side entrance steps can be straightened out to form a platform that is
lowered to street level. The wheelchair and rider are raised by the platform
until reaching the level of the bus floor, and then are parked into a space that
has been created by raising two passenger seats. The bus driver manipulates
the platform, graciously and patiently watching the wheelchair passenger
maneuver in his place. Fellow passengers are unperturbed as they go about
their reading or conversations on their cell phones or just looking out the
window. Children, however, observe all this in fascination. Exiting from the
bus with the wheelchair is accomplished in the same way in reverse. Then
wheelchair and passenger are lowered to street level and merrily drive off on
their way. In this manner, one can travel almost everywhere in the city - and
for free! For Gus it meant being able to swim again, as he could go by bus
on the wheelchair to a Sport Center called "Asphalt Green" that had a
wheelchair accessible pool.
Asphalt Green
Swimming or walking in water affords a wonderful opportunity for
exercise for handicapped persons. The buoyancy allows one to maneuver
without needing support of walker or crutches. However, in spite of the
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many swimming pools in New York City, most handicapped persons are
unable to make use of them because entry to the pool is by stepladder.
One fantastic sport center here, called "Asphalt Green" has a separate
pool especially equipped so that the floor of the pool can be raised to the
level of the deck, the person can come on to the deck in his wheelchair or
with a walker, transfer to a bench and then the deck can be lowered to a
depth where the patient can stand solely supported by the buoyancy of the
water.
It was the highlight of the week for Gus to be able to attend a class for
the handicapped at this pool. Hugo, the instructor assigned to him was so
very supportive and enthusiastic that it spurred him on to greater
accomplishments. How happy he was, that after several years of not
swimming, he had managed the four strokes it took to reach one end of the
pool from the other (with cheers from the sideline audience)! Following this
swimming lesson, we would stop in at little coffee shop near the center and
have a welcome cup of coffee, and then wait for the bus that brought us two
blocks from the apartment. That was much more fun than dialysis.
This is a happy note on which to conclude Gustav's anecdotes. His
stories now become treasured memories for those of us who knew and loved
him. His dear smile breaks through like sunshine on a cloudy day.

Dr. Gustav Durrer, September 200 I
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